Materials and Methods
Introduction

Protocol
Peripheral venous blood samples were drawn by antecubital venepuncture and collected into EDTA-containing tubes. The blood was taken at 8 a.m., the day after the competition, before, after 4 months from the beginning and 3 weeks after the end of the sports season. The samples were immediately sent to our laboratory for the assays. Abstract G. Benoni The superoxide anion released by neutrophils isolated from our athletes before, during and after the sports season is given in Fig.2 . The values, significantly increased during the sports season, returned to the control values 3 weeks after the end of the championship.
The percentage of cellular adhesion before, during and after the sports season is shown in Fig.3 . We observed a higher percentage of adhesion in our athletes before and after the sports season, while this parameter of leukocl'te function significantly decreased (p<0.001) during the championship. Fig.3 Recent investigations in top athletes indicate that intense training during a competitive period may suppress the immune system and increase susceptibility to infections (9, 18). However, most of these studies have evaluated athletes immediately after their participation in competitive events involving maximal exertion and stress, thus it is impossible to know whether the observed alterations in immune functions are due to the outpouring of hormones that occurs during intense stress induced by exercise, to the exercise itselfor to both (2) .
Moreover, many of the observed changes appear to be transient and return to normal within a short time (14). Finally, the duration of the training period and the sport being studied are important parameters that might explain the conflicting results observed in the literature.
For all these reasons, we also studied the phagocytic process ofneutrophils from our highly trained athletes at rest (3 weeks after the end of the championship) and not immediately after the sports season.
With regard to the number of immune cells, our results show a significant increase in the WBC total number and in the differential counts during the sports season, compared to other published data that indicate the appearance of leukocytosis related to physical exercise (.3,12,17) . Nevertheless, three weeks after the end of the championship the vaiues returned to the pre-start levels in agreement with other studies (23) .
In recent years, some authors found that the phagocytic function is stimulated after acute exhausting exercise both in peritoneal macrophages (4, 15) 
